Inside the thymus, Mls antigen is exclusively presented by B lymphocytes.
The ability to stimulate an Mls-1 mixed lymphocyte reaction (MLR) is predominantly expressed by low density B lymphocytes in the spleen and peritoneal cavity of normal adult mice, and is absent in splenic B cells 1 month after lethal irradiation and reconstitution from autologous bone marrow. Coreconstitution of these mice with normal syngeneic peritoneal cells restores the stimulatory potential of splenic B cells, but sorted CD5+ or CD5- IgM+ lymphocytes from peritoneum are equally good stimulators, suggesting that functional Mls-1 expression may require long life spans and selection. Bone-marrow-reconstituted DBA/2 mice that fail to express Mls-1 antigens in the periphery nevertheless maintain T-cell receptor V beta 6 and 8.1 deletions among the newly formed T cells. These findings led us to directly investigate the Mls stimulatory ability of purified antigen-presenting cell populations inside the thymus. We report here that thymic B lymphocytes seem to represent the only intrathymic cell population able to stimulate Mls-1 MLR.